Thence to the ruins of the early moslem town of Anjar, whose isolated pairs of arches resembled nothing so much as the sign of an ur-McDonald's.
Lunch that day was near Lebanon's disused railway line. I was prevented from inspecting it by a lone Syrian soldier. According to our guide, keeping Lebanon stable is the main reason for the Syrian army's presence there. It felt odd to be so powerful that with one glance at the rusty grassy rails I would risk destabilising the entire country.
We were in Lebanon for a conference to inaugurate the Center for Advanced Mathematical Sciences (CAMS) at the American University of 2 Beirut. The meeting was both a declaration and a hope that normality is returning to the country after so many years of war. The purpose of CAMS is to support research at the highest level and attract expatriate scientists back to Lebanon, thereby stimulating science throughout the country. Even before CAMS moves into new premises in the rebuilt main university building (replacing the previous one, destroyed by a bomb in 1991), a nucleus of several highly accomplished mathematical physicists is working there.
For most of the invited foreign speakers, it was our first visit to Lebanon. Many of us had to acquire a second, 'Israel-free', passport, so as not to be turned back at airport immigration control. But the 'inspection' was a cursory flip through the pages while the 'inspector' looked elsewhere. The meeting combined abundant and full-hearted hospitality with intellectual intensity covering a wide range of topics.
At the opening ceremony, soldiers were everywhere, bayonets gleaming. I was intimidated by the thought of being protected by them, then reassured to discover that their purpose was rather to guard the prime minister, and they left when he did. The president of the university surprised us with his frankness in quoting the mathematician André Weil's opinion that mathematics is better than sex because its pleasure persists I walked along the Corniche near the university to see the spectacular Pigeon Rock in the sea. Suddenly it began to rain. Mediterranean rain seems splashier than ours (because it hits dustier streets?). The shower turned thundery, then torrential, then to hail, then back to rain. I nursed like a baby the lecture I was carrying, that I had spent two days writing on transparencies with water-soluble pens. Desperate, I waded through the mud-flowing street into a taxi, discovering that I was sharing it with a young woman, glamorous but sinister because her full red lips were outlined in deepest black.
On the last day, a trip to Byblos (Jbaile), advertised as the world's oldest continuously inhabited city. I was proud to see hoardings advertising the BBC, before realising that this was the Byblos Beauty Centre. I preferred the unearthly beauty of the vast Jeite caverns, the upper dry and
